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Currency

The rupee: An
inexorable slide
Muhammad Jahangir

The Pakistan rupee’s inexorable slide downwards continues. The currency
continues to remain under pressure due to lack of sufficient external finances. The turmoil continued to clutch the foreign currency markets as
the rupee last week saw the largest single-day drop against the US dollar
in over a decade: it dropped by 7.5 per cent, settling close to a figure of
Rs 139.
The SBP stated the reasons behind this sharp rupee fall as: “This
movement broadly reflects the current account dynamics and also the demand-supply gap in the foreign exchange market”. It is expected that the
rupee will further depreciate in the days to come. In the short run, the rupee
can stabilize with the possible injection of external finances from Saudi,
Chinese or International Monetary Fund (IMF) sources.
The real issue, however, is to take concrete economic and financial
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steps to ensure the strength and credibility of the rupee in the long run.
Long term policies for boosting indigenous economic growth are urgently
needed because the scope of artificially injecting external finances, as a
short term measure, is limited. Furthermore, the injection of hard cash from
external sources, whether bilateral or multilateral, has its own shortcomings in the long term. The overriding is to increase economic growth
through rigorous efforts, innovation and entrepreneurial hardships rather
than relying on readily available foreign cash.
Readily available cash can make people and nations economically
lethargic alongside inculcating a business spirit that resists change, innovation and entrepreneurship. The end result would be that such countries
prefer foreign goods because of availability of cash that increases the volume of imports. Furthermore, lack of competitiveness in local firms de-

November 1-15, 2018

creases the level of exports. In such a scenario, the current account can
remain in deficit. The countries rich in resources keep compensating for
this deficit from their indigenous sources while cash-strapped countries,
like Pakistan, look for foreign finances.
Pakistan has a long history of receiving aid from different countries.
As a short term measure, a rightly directed aid can help developing countries promote economic growth by bridging the savings and foreign exchange gaps, alleviating poverty, promoting liberalization, integrating the
countries into the world economy, strengthening institutions and ensuring
good governance. However, the economic impacts of foreign aid, when received over a long period of time, are negative and creates a culture of
lethargy in the public and private sector institutions that discourages innovation and out-of-box solutions pivotal for sustainable economic growth.
Pakistan’s reliance on foreign aid over a long period of time has created
anti-innovation and anti-entrepreneurial culture resulting in a sharp decline
in the country’s “ease of doing business” ranking. External finances can
only provide a temporary cushion to come out of this monetary turmoil.
However, relying on such options for a long time further exacerbates the
culture of economic lethargy. There has to be a strategic thinking in our
economic policies focusing on maximizing profits through minimum capital.
This kind of strategic economic thinking was successfully implemented by
our neighbouring country China.
To get out of the cycle of low growth and dependence on foreign aid
we need to study the Chinese economic and business model. China initially
started its business concerns through stereotyped copying of the products
from other markets legally or illegally. Through this imitation, the Chinese
businessmen earned free profits and royalty on the copied products while
the entire burden of laborious and expensive research, innovation and development was left to the actual entrepreneurs. This way many of the Chinese businessmen accumulated badly needed capital alongside
experiencing the phenomenon of “learning by doing” in business and technological imitations.
This way they were able to reduce their current and fiscal accounts
deficit. Although, initially they were not much interested in the Research
and Development (R and D) activities, they could still experience the
spillover effect of the research activities by the original business entrepre-
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neurs. Whenever a new model of a product was introduced in the market,
it was a challenge before them to imitate it. This was in fact an informal R
and D activity in the Chinese business that evolved over time and ultimately
transformed into a full-fledged formal R and D activity at par with the Western World.
As far as exports are concerned, Pakistan should replicate the Chinese
business model in its favour and follow it as a long term measure. Our local
business dynamics should integrate with this model as part of such business engineering. That means earning urgently needed capital through innovation, imitation and entrepreneurship. In this context, the government
may consider launching a countrywide drive to identify the local industrial
and business expertise of the people at the district, tehsil and even street
level and prepare an exhaustive list of the areas of comparative business
advantage. These areas can map our future strategic economic planning
for increasing exports in specified areas of goods and services.
On the identification of such areas, an exhaustive list of industries, businesses and expertise should be prepared at the national level containing
a detailed “industrial and business potential map” of Pakistan. On the basis
of this map, “industrial and business poles” should be established that
would act as a nucleus for the concerned local business and industry. Such
areas may be considered for establishing special economic zones. Instead
of locating new special economic zones along China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor only, let’s also map our local potential areas in finalizing their locations. In this regard, the coastal areas will have more advantages. The
data already collected by various industrial censuses may be partially helpful for this purpose.
These steps will provide an urgently needed industrial and economic
network that would create small industrial and business units revolving
around a bigger unit called a “pole”. I have picked up the word “pole” from
the growth poles theory. These steps will discipline, harmonize and integrate the country’s industrial potential and business activities. These steps
can pave way for preparing Pakistan for an economic “take off stage”
mainly aimed at boosting exports exponentially. One can safely conclude
that if these steps could be made part of a coherent economic policy, supported by necessary political will, the Pakistani rupee can be transformed
into a strong and reputable international currency.
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Law

Nawaz out,
Shahbaz in
Nasim Ahmed

Pakistan politics is a many splendoured spectacle. It excites, enthralls and
continues to throw up surprise after surprise. The latest turn in events is
the arrest of Shahbaz Sharif soon after Nawaz Sharif was freed from jail
on bail.
Unexpectedly, last week Shahbaz Sharif, former chief minister of Punjab and current leader of the opposition in the National Assembly, was arrested by NAB. According to media reports, Shahbaz Sharif had appeared
before the authorities in the Saaf Pani case but was detained for alleged
involvement in the Ashiana Housing scandal.
The former CM Punjab is being investigated for allegedly canceling a
contract with a company and awarding it to a “favorite” one in the Ashiana
Iqbal housing scheme and Punjab Saaf Pani Company. The Saaf Pani
Company was established by the previous Punjab government to plan, design and manage projects for the provision of safe drinking water to people
living in rural areas of the province. But there was zero result from the entire exercise.
Hamza Sharif, son of Shahbaz Sharif and opposition leader in Punjab,
has termed the arrest a case of political victimization. In his view, his party
was being targeted for their pro-democracy narrative in Pakistan. He has
also accused the government and other institutions of pre-poll rigging like
in the case of his uncle and former party head Nawaz Sharif who was arrested by the authorities after an accountability court found him guilty in
the Avenfield reference filed by NAB. The ousted Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif who was recently released on bail on the orders of the Islamabad
High Court has also described the arrest of his younger brother as regretful
and ridiculous.
Some analysts have raised the issue of timing of the arrest of the former CM on the eve of the by-elections in Lahore. In their opinion, the step
was meant to damage the electoral prospects of the PML-N. But the final
outcome of the polls showed that the PML-N did not lose, but gained from
the development. The volume of its sympathy vote increased and PTI lost
its seat.
It is notable that all opposition parties, including the PPP and the JUIF, have condemned Shahbaz Sharif's arrest as an act of political revenge.
But Information Minister Fawad Chaudhry says that the federal government is non-partisan and that the Shahbaz arrest was purely NAB's doing.
Fawad added: “The appointment of chairman NAB was done by Khursheed Shah and PML-N. The entire set-up was decided upon by PML-N
and PPP, and the Bureau is functional since 1997". The minister went on
to say that none of the corruption cases filed against Sharif brothers were
filed by the PTI.
According to government sources, massive corruption worth Rs56 billion has been discovered in various cases involving Shahbaz Sharif. As
per a NAB notice sent to the former Punjab chief minister on January 16,
2018, Shahbaz is accused of ordering the cancellation of award of contract
of Ashiana-i-Iqbal to successful bidder Chaudhry Latif and Sons, transfer
of the same to Lahore Casa Developers, a proxy group of Paragon City
Private Limited, which resulted in the loss of approximately Rs193 million.
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He is also accused of directing the Punjab Land Development Company
(PLDC) to assign the Ashiana-i-Iqbal project to the Lahore Development
Authority (LDA), resulting in the award of contract to the Lahore Casa developers, causing a loss of Rs715m. NAB has also accused Shahbaz of
directing the PLDC to award the consultancy services of the Ashiana-iIqbal project to Engineering Consultancy Services Punjab (ECSP) for
Rs192m while the actual cost was supposed to be Rs35m as quoted by
Nespak.
It is an established Pakistani tradition that when a political leader is ensnared in a corruption investigation he cries foul and calls it political victimization. They also chant the mantra of “democracy in danger”. But a
detailed study of Shahbaz Sharif’s case shows that NAB followed the due
process of law. This is proved by the fact that the Speaker of the National
Assembly was duly informed before the arrest took place. Further,Asad
Qaiser, the speaker who is a member of the PTI, ordered NAB to produce
Shahbaz Sharif who was allowed to address parliament as per the rules
of the House.
But, instead of appreciating the gesture, Shahbaz Sharif flew off at a
tangent and hurled allegations of collusion between NAB and the PTI government. This amounted to politicizing an accountability inquiry and subverting the legal process. He also attacked Imran Khan and said his
premiership of Imran Khan is an outcome of rigging. In a 360 degree
about-turn, the PML-N president thanked the PPP co-chairman Bilawal
Bhutto and other opposition leaders for demanding his presence for the
NA session and added: "I am not here to discuss the merits of my case,
this is not the forum but I will detail the duplicity of the accountability
process."
According to the latest update, the PML-N is reviewing the entire situation and will announce its future course of action soon. In all probability,
it will take the path of agitational politics because almost all its leading
lights are under NAB’s radar for corruption and misuse of office. The only
way to save their skin is to cry foul and political victimization, and this is
what they are going to do.

November 1-15, 2018

Poverty

The challenge of
world hunger
Nasim Ahmed

World Food Day is observed on 16 October every year, a day the FAO has
designated to bring attention to how governments and individuals can help
combat world hunger, malnutrition and food insecurity.
On Oct 16, 1945, representatives from 42 countries gathered in Quebec, Canada, to create the FAO. World Food Day commemorates the
group's founding, celebrates the progress that has been made and highlights the need to do much more to fight hunger-related issues including
malnutrition and food insecurity.
The right to food is a basic human right. Investing in sustainable food
systems and rural development means addressing some of the major
global challenges - from feeding the world’s growing population to protecting the global climate, and tackling some of the root causes of migration
and displacement. Achieving the 17 SDGs cannot happen without ending
hunger, and without having sustainable and resilient, climate-compatible
agriculture and food systems that deliver for the people and the planet.
Reaching Zero Hunger is possible: out of the 129 countries monitored by
FAO, 72 have already achieved the target of halving the proportion of people who suffer from hunger by 2015; over the past 20 years, the likelihood
of a child dying before age five has been nearly cut in half, with about
17,000 children saved every day; extreme poverty rates have been cut in
half since 1990.
The U.N. has set a goal of achieving zero hunger worldwide by 2030,
and on World Food Day the FAO asks governments, farmers, organizations and individuals to get involved in working toward a world where
everyone has reliable access to enough nutritious food — i.e. food security.
With that goal in mind, the World Food Day slogan is "Our actions are our
future."
Chronic hunger currently affects a staggering 821 million people around
the world, according to statistics from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). Since its creation 1945, the FAO has
been working toward its goal of freeing humanity from hunger and malnutrition.
This year’s theme “Our Actions are our Future. A Zero Hunger World
by 2030 is possible” reminds us of the need to ensure that everyone has
access to safe, affordable and nutritious food at all times to live a healthy
and happy life. According to the latest State of Food Security and Nutrition
in the World 2018, for the third year in a row, there has been a rise in world
hunger. The absolute number of undernourished people has increased to
nearly 821 million in 2017 from around 804 million in 2016. Pakistan in
2015-17 had a Prevalence of Undernourishment in the total population of
20.5%. This has barely improved since 2004-06 when it was 23.3%, and
has actually risen since 2014-16 when it was 19.9% reflecting a worldwide
trend of increasing hunger.
On the 2017 IFPRI Global Hunger Index, Pakistan ranked at 106
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among 119 countries, with a score of 32.6. This level is described as “serious”, and is on a par with Afghanistan, which ranked 107. Food security
is a fundamental element of poverty alleviation. However, achieving it is a
necessary but not sufficient condition to prevent malnutrition and ensure
adequate nutrition for all. When there is an uncertain access to nutritious,
safe and varied food for a household or an individual, that household or
individual is food insecure. Food insecurity can both directly through compromised diets, and indirectly through impact on infant feeding cause child
wasting, stunting and micronutrient deficiencies. Recurrent infections and
disease are serious contributing factors to wasting and stunting in children.
Nutritional knowledge and food habits and improved sanitation may play
a role by moderating the effects of household food insecurity on diet, health
and, consequently, on nutritional outcomes.
The link between food insecurity and overweight and obesity also
passes through diet, which is affected by the cost of food. Nutritious, fresh
foods often tend to be expensive. So what should be done? There is need
for implementing and scaling up interventions aimed at guaranteeing sustainable production and access to nutritious foods, breaking the intergenerational cycle of malnutrition perpetuated by undernourished girls
becoming undernourished mothers at risk of giving birth to infants with low
birth weights. Any action plan or policy implementation must pay special
attention to the food security and nutrition of infants and children under
five, school-age children, adolescent girls and women.
The first National Food Security Policy and the Water Policy provide
the framework for action, putting emphasis on agriculture diversification
among other things, and a National Zero Hunger Programme. Key pillars
of a Zero Hunger Programme are school-feeding programmes combined
with educational modules on nutrition, hygiene, food preparation and
homestead kitchen gardens in rural and peri-urban areas; conditional income support targeting women in the most vulnerable households; knowledge, technology and asset creation (such as quality seeds, modern
irrigation systems, processing equipment) and market linkages.
Further pillars such as nutritional supplements, essential basic services
would also be required in the most vulnerable and poor areas. Close interministerial and cross-sectoral coordination among the ministries of food
security, water, health and climate change, and a strong alliance with civil
society is also needed. Zero hunger is a definitive call for a transformation
of the rural economy, coupled with a change in the diets of households
and individuals. Common citizens at their own level can help by looking at
what they eat in one day and compare that with Pakistan Dietary Guidelines for their age group and if there is anything they should change; seeing
how much food and water goes wasted in a day in their home and what
can be done to reduce it. We should leave no stone unturned to attain the
target of zero hunger by 2030.
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Housing

Castles in
the air
Muhammad Hassan

Prime Minister Imran Khan has launched the Naya Pakistan Housing Programme to build 5 million low-cost houses for the poor during the next five
years as part of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) manifesto. Experts say
the housing scheme was announced without proper homework and only
aimed to divert the public attention from rising prices and inflated power
and gas bills.
If completed, the project can cut the housing backlog in half, support
dozens of allied industries, create millions of jobs and provide the necessary stimulus for economic growth. It aims to provide houses to people
with monthly earnings between Rs10,000 and Rs25,000 and also generate
employment opportunities as the construction industry provides fodder for
40 downstream industries. However, details of financing were missing from
the launching ceremony, though the prime minister referred to public-private partnership while officials said around $20 billion foreign direct investment is expected in the sector - an estimate based on queries from
prospective investors from abroad. The government will form a land bank
to get information of land of federal and provincial governments and it
would only provide land to people while the private sector would invest in
it. The government will collect data of Katchi Abadis (slums) to relocate
people to houses, which would be built with ownership rights.
The website of the National Database and Registration Authority
(NADRA) crashed after it uploaded the registration form for the housing
scheme. In the first phase, Sukkur, Quetta, Gilgit, Muzaffarabad, Swat, Islamabad and Faisalabad districts were included in the project. Later, Lahore, Kasur, Sialkot, Jhelum, Bahawalpur, Layyah, Multan, Vehari, Rahim
Yar Khan, Gujranwala, Dera Ghazi Khan and Rajanpur were added to it.
The forms can be submitted up to December 21, along with Rs250 registration fee. Over 150,000 application forms were downloaded in the first
two days. However, concern over missing details has slowed down the
process. Some of the questions that arise include: will state land be available free of cost and if so, what would stop wealthy investors from becoming party to the scheme either before construction or afterwards by
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According to a report submitted by the government in the
Supreme Court few weeks ago,
there are more than 6,000 illegal housing societies in the
country. The unchecked growth
continued over the past three
decades. Transparency should
be the most important component in the newly-launched project. The government needs to
make sure that the maximum
number of deserving people is
accommodated in it.
purchasing the units and selling them at market rather than subsidized
rates? The House Building Finance Corporation, the only main lender for
house building is almost defunct and its revival needs money, but the government is not willing to spend money from its own pocket. Domestic banks
will also be wary of lending to the scheme, especially as the poor have no
collateral.
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It is also not known whether the housing authority will be empowered
to ensure that loans are available to prospective buyers and, if so, at what
rate? The market rate, which is extremely high or at a subsidised rate and
if so, who would bear the cost differential? Which agency will be empowered to ensure the quality of the houses? How will each unit be priced as
the cost would differ due to the location of the unit? Will the NADRA, or
data to be collected from Katchi Abadis, will determine the beneficiaries?
Or the Benazir Income Support Programme, the more appropriate forum,
as it has identified the beneficiaries scientifically and to the satisfaction of
multilaterals, who are engaged in investing in its expanding programmes?
Katchi Abadi residents include those who have encroached upon state
land and those who rent units to the poor and it will be necessary to distinguish between owners and the poor in allocating the units.
According to a report by the Asian Coalition of Housing Rights, Pakistan
faces a shortage of 8.5m housing units, with urban demand rising to
350,000 units every year. The housing shortage, especially for the poor
and working classes, is met by Katchi Abadis or informal settlements. In
many cases, the land mafia profits from grabbing state land and creating
slums, in which they sell or lease out houses to lower-income groups. In
fact, much of the existing housing lacks even basic necessities. Successive governments have neglected the housing issue, especially affordable
housing for the poor, and the crisis has worsened. Experts say a serious
effort is needed for urban land reform. Shortage of housing units in urban
areas, especially for low-income segments of society, has been an important issue for a long time. It has resulted in mushroom growth of slums in
cities. In big cities like Karachi, Lahore and Islamabad, hundreds of thousands of people are living in slums. In the absence of government
schemes, the private sector has monopolized the housing sector. Housing
societies and real estate is one of the biggest businesses in the country.
Except for few, most of the housing societies have failed to deliver what
they promised to people. There are thousands of illegal housing societies,
where the general public has invested hundreds of billions of rupees from
their hard-earned income.
According to a report submitted by the government in the Supreme
Court few weeks ago, there are more than 6,000 illegal housing societies
in the country. The unchecked growth continued over the past three
decades. Transparency should be the most important component in the
newly-launched project. The government needs to make sure that the
maximum number of deserving people is accommodated in it. The real
task will be its fair execution where genuinely eligible families get a roof
over their heads, instead of investors.
Experts say it is an ambitious scheme which has set unrealistic targets.
It is estimated that the cost of construction of a single house will be between Rs2m and Rs5m. The government said that mortgage would be
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Over 150,000 application forms
were downloaded in the first
two days. However, concern
over missing details has slowed
down the process. Some of the
questions that arise include: will
state land be available free of
cost and if so, what would stop
wealthy investors from becoming party to the scheme either
before construction or afterwards by purchasing the units
and selling them at market
rather than subsidized rates?
available for the houses, where downpayment (or equity) will be 10 percent. It means the cost of construction of one million houses in the first
year (assuming the construction is spread equally over five years), will be
around Rs2 trillion, which is almost half of the total tax revenue of the country. Ten percent of the amount, which is Rs200 billion, is expected to be
provided by potential homeowners, while debt of around Rs1.8 trillion
needs to be raised in the first year. At a policy rate of 8.5 percent, with the
borrower paying back mortgage over 20 years, the monthly installment for
a basic household unit comes to around PKR15,600 – which is almost
equivalent to the minimum wage in the country.
In view of the ground realities, experts fear the government will not be
able to complete the housing project. If completed, the poor will not be
able to benefit from it. They say the government only wanted to divert the
public attention from rising prices and other issues to gain time to settle.
However, it will still be a great achievement if the government completes
even 10pc of the project in five years and even 10pc poor people benefit
from it.
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Elections

How the people voted
Muhammad Ali

Results of the October 14 by-elections were shocking for the Pakistan
Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government as the opposition bagged two National
Assembly seats vacated by Prime Minister Imran Khan and also closed
the gap in the Punjab Assembly. Besides internal rifts, the major reason
behind the defeat of government candidates was soaring prices of essentials and hikes in electricity and gas rates.
The PTI was whitewashed in Lahore as the rival Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) comfortably won all four seats. The drubbing in
Lahore was expected because the ruling party faced the wrath of the people after a massive cleanup operation was launched in Lahore, in which
thousands of acres of state land was reclaimed and encroachments were
removed from all markets. It displaced thousands of families and vendors.
A court order on the strict enforcement of helmet use by motorcyclists also
annoyed the people. Over 9,000 motorcyclists a day were ticketed by the
traffic police for not wearing helmets on Lahore’s roads in the first few days
of the drive. The government had to enforce the court order ahead of byelections, which drew the ire of the people and they vented their anger
through votes. The PML-N also created an impression in the public that it
would at least win back the Punjab from the PTI after the elections. Water
rationing in Lahore also contributed to the PTI defeat.
The PTI and the PML-N got four each out of 11 National Assembly
seats. The Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid (PML-Q), an ally of the government, managed to retain two seats in Chakwal and Gujrat, whereas the
Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) improved its strength in the National Assembly by winning the Bannu seat. The seat in the PTI’s stronghold of
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa was clinched by MMA’s Zahid Akram Durrani, son
of former Chief Minister Akram Khan Durrani. In the July elections, the PTI
chief had defeated Akram Durrani, who fielded his son, Zahid Durrani, in
Bannu. He defeated PTI’s Nasim Ali Shah by a margin of over 19,000
votes. The PML-N not only retained its two National Assembly seats, but
also managed to snatch two seats from the PTI after a tough contest in
Lahore (NA-131) and Attock (NA-56).
Another important feature of the by-elections was the participation of
overseas Pakistanis for the first time in the country’s history. Out of 7,364
registered overseas votes, 6,233 polled their votes through i-voting. The
low number of registered overseas votes has dispelled fears that they
might play an important role in elections.
A major setback to the PTI came in Lahore’s NA-131, a seat vacated
by Prime Minister Imran Khan, where PML-N candidate Khawaja Saad
Rafique won against PTI candidate Humayun Akhtar by a margin of around
10,000 votes. On all four seats of Lahore, NA-124, NA-131, PP-164 and
PP-165, the PML-N proved its ballot strength was intact despite a low
turnout as compared to the July 25 general elections. In NA-124, former
Prime Minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi won by a margin of over 45,000
votes against PTI’s Ghulam Mohayuddin Diwan. Abbasi secured around
75,000 votes whereas Diwan took around 30,000 votes. On two provincial
seats of rural Lahore, PP-164 and PP-165, PML-N candidates Sohail
Shaukat Butt and Saiful Malook Khokhar won by a fair margin.
The by poll results in the Punjab have set alarm bells for the ruling coalition and the PML-Q has gained even more significance. A revolt in the
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ranks of the Punjab coalition could threaten the government of Chief Minister Usman Buzdar in case a no confidence vote is sought and the survival
of his government now lies purely on the PML-Q, the party with only 10
seats in the House of 371. The PTI had strength of 176 MPAs in the Punjab
Assembly before the by-polls and it could only add three more seats from
PP-201, Sahiwal, PP-261, Rahimyar Khan and PP-272, Dera Ghazi Khan
whereas it lost others to the PML-N or independents including those which
it won in the July 25 general elections, including PP-3, PP-27, PP-222 and
PP-292.
The PML-N, which had 162 MPAs in the House before the by-elections,
won six more seats and if one seat of Khawaja Saad Rafique, who will
now take oath as an MNA, is excluded, the strength of the party stands at
167. The party is likely to win the vacant seat of Lahore in a month. In this
way, the party with 168 votes and additional support of the PPP with seven
MPAs can reach a figure of 175. In case the PML-N wins the support of independent MPAs, its strength can reach 178, which means it just needs
the support of eight more MPAs to overtake the PTI government. Former
Interior Minister Nisar Ali Khan, who has been elected as an independent
candidate but not taken oath, can also support the PML-N.
Wrong choices for candidates and internal rifts also cost seats to the
PTI in the Punjab. It lost in NA-56, PP-3, PP-27, NA-131, PP-222 and PP292, which it had won in the general elections. The PTI believes the main
reason for its failure to achieve a clear majority in the by-elections was the
absence of the senior party leaders, including Imran Khan, from the campaign. The top party leadership failed to run the campaign due to a bar by
the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) on them. The PTI’s politics revolves around Imran Khan and when he was not in the field, division in the
party ranks was natural.
Another reason for the loss was that the PTI looked uninterested in bypolls as it failed to adopt tactics adopted by governments in the past –
promises of jobs and development schemes. It had also calculated that
any result would not affect its majority in the Centre and the Punjab. Its
assessment proved right in the end. Despite it, it is a great achievement
of the PML-N as government candidates are almost impossible to defeat
in by-polls in Pakistan and it can take credit for it.
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Economics

PTI’s predicament
Shahid Hussain

Prices of all essentials have skyrocketed after increase in gas and power
tariffs and the rupee’s deep plunge against the dollar. The Pakistan
Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government is expected to take more tough decisions
to qualify for an International Monetary Fund (IMF) loan. People are already depressed and have started questioning the ability of the government to run the country and mass protests are feared if more burdens are
shifted to them.
The government has increased natural gas prices by up to 143pc to
recover Rs94 billion from consumers after slashing subsidies. The hike
aims to make gas utility companies financially viable but will stoke inflation
due to increase in the price of commodities. The decision will hurt over 9.4
million domestic users – 3.6 million of them falling in the lowest income
slab and another 2.63 million in the second lowest income group. Due to
the increase in gas prices for the power sector, electricity has already become expensive by 12pc. The Economic Coordination Committee (ECC)
of the cabinet allowed the hike in gas prices for domestic consumers in
the range of 10pc for the lowest slab consumers to 143pc for the highest
slab domestic consumers.
It also hiked gas prices for commercial and industrial consumers from
30pc to 57pc, which will increase the prices of fertilizer, manufacturing
units, electricity generation, cement and compressed natural gas (CNG).
But it has protected five export-oriented sectors from the increase. Up to
143pc increase in gas prices is expected to follow around 35pc increase
in electricity prices in the coming weeks. Gas consumers will pay an additional Rs94 billion in the ongoing fiscal year to gas utilities. The government has increased gas prices for commercial consumers by 40pc,
including for special commercial connection like tandors. It increased the
prices for old fertiliser plants by 50pc, and for new units up to 40pc. The
decision will push the price of a 50 kilogram urea bag by Rs128. The price
for the cement sector also increased from Rs750 to Rs975 per mmbtu, reflecting an increase of 30pc. CNG prices were also increased by 40pc to
Rs980 per mmbtu.
The government will also have to increase electricity rates to bridge the
rising deficit. It faces a Rs3.75 deficit on every unit, including theft and line
losses. It is not possible to hike the price to the required level in one go. It
will take months and years. If the government increases the prices abruptly,
people will take to the streets as it would steeply raise prices of all dailyuse items. If it delays it, it will have to pay the price in the next election. It
only has one or two years to make tough decisions. Inflation has already
increased by 5.1pc on year-on-year basis in September 2018, as compared
to an increase of 5.8pc in the previous month and 3.9pc in September 2017,
the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) reported. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) said inflation was inching up, particularly from March 2018 onwards. The jump is even more pronounced in core inflation- a key measure
reflecting underlying inflationary pressures in the economy.
Medicine prices are also expected to increase phenomenally. The Pakistan Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association has demanded the government allow at least 30pc increase in prices of all medicines to meet
additional expenses due to devaluation of the rupee. In a charter of demands to the government, it said that input costs had increased considerably after high exchange rates of the dollar and it was impossible for the
industry to sell drugs at prices approved by the Drug Regulatory Authority
of Pakistan.
Pakistan also faces tough conditions from the IMF after it has formally
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requested it for loan. It will also face more scrutiny over debt owed to
China. The conditions will be tougher and people have to pay the price as
Pakistan has been postponing solutions and not taking bold steps for
decades. Prime Minister Imran Khan frantically sought loans from Saudi
Arabia and other gulf nations in hopes of avoiding a harsh bailout from the
IMF. After failing to find alternatives, Pakistan was forced to ask the IMF
for up to $12 billion in economic assistance. The rupee dropped sharply
ahead of the formal announcement. Pakistan's GDP growth was a solid
5.8pc in 2017, but its foreign reserves have been falling sharply because
of its dependence on imports. This has made it increasingly difficult for
Pakistan to repay its debt. [At the time of going to press, Saudi Arabia has
committed to a $12b bailout for the country. Ed]
Pakistan is seeking a bailout of $15 billion from the IMF, nearly double
of what has been reported so far, due to $5 billion roll-over debt and maturity of $1 billion sukuk in March next year, according to a new report.
"We assume a complete roll-over of the short-term debt, exceeding $5 billion per year. The sukuk, worth $1 billion, maturing in March 2019, may
be covered by new issuance of the same size. An IMF programme would
also mobilise additional financing from multilateral institutions and bilateral
creditors, while borrowing from China could be limited," said Garbis Iradian, head of Research, Institute of International Finance (IIF) for Mena
region. "With the above assumptions, we expect an agreement on a threeyear IMF programme by end of this year for $15 billion. Such a package
would be enough to increase the official reserves to an adequate level of
at least three months of imports," the IIF analyst said in a note. The study
noted that the current account deficit has widened from 1.7 per cent of
GDP in 2016 to 5.8 per cent in 2018. "We expect the current account deficit
to narrow to 5.4 per cent of GDP this year and 4.2 per cent next year, supported by a significant improvement in exports from the more competitive
exchange rate and a moderation in growth of imports from the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) projects," the IIF analyst said. The Saudibacked Islamic Development Bank has made an offer of $4 billion in loans
to be disbursed over the three-year period.
Moody’s Investors Service also noted that an IMF bailout programme
is crucial for Pakistan to meet its $30 billion external financing needs. “An
IMF programme will not only bridge the financing gap but also serve as a
strong signal to other official sector creditors that would be crucial to meet
financing requirements over coming years,” said Moody’s, a credit rating
agency, in its country assessment report. Moody’s has estimated Pakistan’s gross external financing needs for ongoing fiscal year at around
$30 billion, of which around $8 billion are the government’s external repayments. The financing gap is likely to be $8 billion to $9 billion, taking
into account the government’s borrowing plans and Moody’s expectations
of capital inflows including foreign direct investment and portfolio flows.
Finance Minister Asad Umar has claimed that Pakistan's economy is
already on the road to recovery and the next IMF programme will be its
last. It could really be the last for the PTI government, if it failed to provide
relief to people in few months. It came to power on the back of high hopes
of the common man. It will have to take bold and quick decisions. Pakistan
cannot rely on the IMF after every five years. The PTI government will
have to break the cycle. The IMF programme is also not certain, as it could
set harsh conditions which are unacceptable to the government. The government will have to explore other options to avoid problems if the IMF
programme is not materialised.
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Corruption

K-Electric shock
for Sharifs
Muhammad Zain

The government has decided to launch investigations after a US media
report that the Dubai-based Abraaj Group allegedly paid $20 million to a
businessman for his assistance in securing cooperation of the Sharif brothers for the sale of K-Electric to a Chinese company in 2015. The deal did
not materialize, but the report has once again brought the former ruling
family of Pakistan into the limelight and could add to their troubles in the
coming weeks.
An article, published in the Wall Street Journal (WSJ), claims that
$20 million was paid to a businessman close to the Sharif family, but it
is not clear whether the amount was transferred to the account of any
member of the Sharif family or not. According to the report, Abraaj
Group founder Arif Naqvi tried to secure the cooperation of Pakistan’s
then-Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif, and his brother Shahbaz Sharif when
the group was looking to sell its stake in K-Electric Ltd., the electricity
provider to Karachi. Naqvi offered a $20 million payment to businessman Navaid Malik for his help in getting it, according to company emails
and people familiar with the situation. The government owns a stake in
K-Electric and its approval would be required for the sale to go through.
Shahbaz was “willing to give a strong endorsement” of the deal to Chinese bidders, Navaid Malik said, according to an October 2015 email
to Naqvi from Abraaj partner Omar Lodhi. Malik said it was “important
for him to share every detail with the brothers and get their blessings as
well as their instructions as to how this money should be distributed,”
such as “a portion to charity” or “a portion to the election fund kitty,”
Lodhi wrote in the email.
The report says when Naqvi emailed Lodhi about the $20 million contract for Malik in June 2016, he wrote, “This document is explosive in the
wrong hands.” Abraaj and K-Electric shouldn’t be named in the document,
he wrote: “Keep it generic.” “Noted,” Lodhi responded. The newspaper
contacted Malik, but he didn’t respond to requests for comment. However,
Naqvi denied being part of any conversation that involved a payment to
anyone in political office to facilitate the sale of K-Electric. He said Malik
was an Abraaj adviser on a variety of activities and that the contract was
part of a lengthy discussion about the terms of that role. He said the final
agreement “ensured that no conflict of interest would occur.” He said he
called it “explosive” due to a reference to the potential sale of K-Electric,
which was confidential at the time.
In October 2016, Abraaj announced the sale of the majority stake it
controls in K-Electric to China’s state-controlled Shanghai Electric Power
Co. for $1.77 billion. However, completion of the sale was delayed by regulatory hurdles. K-Electric still hasn’t been sold. A lawyer for the Sharif
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Using a carefully crafted PR
strategy and lobbying in Islamabad, it was able to withstand
the pressure of protesting employees. By 2012, after years
of remaining in the red and relying on government bailouts,
K-Electric was posting profits –
even though it continued to
struggle to meet a growing
power demand. K-Electric was
Abraaj’s largest investment
among the more than 200 companies in various emerging markets that were in its portfolio
since it started in 2002.
family said the brothers deny any discussions took place with Malik as described in the emails. Abraaj has filed for provisional liquidation after reports emerged that its management diverted investor funds to pay its own
expenses. A lot of the blame for it has come down to K-Electric, which
Abraaj took over as a majority shareholder in 2008. K-Electric, then known
as the Karachi Electric Supply Corporation, is an organisation that has
been marred by incompetence, underinvestment and political interference
since the 1990s up until it was taken over by Abraaj in 2008. The port city
of Karachi, which hosts more than 16 million people, boasts the highest
number of factories in the country and electricity breakdowns resulted in
loss of production hours, straining an already frail economy. There used
to be near-daily street protests by angry locals.
Successive governments didn’t bother to invest in generators, copper
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wire and electricity theft was rife, causing massive financial losses to the
company. It was such a free-for-all that people would even stick toothpicks in consumption-reading meters to slow them down or just steal
electricity directly from overhead power lines. In 2005, K-Electric was privatised and sold in a bid to rejuvenate the company. Abraaj came with
an investment of more than $300 million, promising to add power generating capacity and fix the rickety distribution system. But first it needed
to deal with a bloated workforce. The company didn’t need one-third of
its 18,000 employees, and it fired thousands of them. Hundreds of angry
workers, backed by politically connected unions began a strike and
stormed the company's head office, pelting it with stones and burning official cars. Tabish Gauhar, a Karachiite then in his late 30s, was brought
in as the CEO to oversee the transition. Depending on locals to manoeuver around the bureaucracy and politics had become a hallmark of
Abraaj’s operations in developing countries.
Using a carefully crafted PR strategy and lobbying in Islamabad, it was
able to withstand the pressure of protesting employees. By 2012, after
years of remaining in the red and relying on government bailouts, K-Electric was posting profits – even though it continued to struggle to meet a
growing power demand. K-Electric was Abraaj’s largest investment among
the more than 200 companies in various emerging markets that were in
its portfolio since it started in 2002. Arif Naqvi is also from Karachi. The
life of the fund that was used to invest in the company ran out in 2016.
This coincided with the time when Abraaj was hoping to sell its stake to
another investor at a profit.
In October 2016, Abraaj announced that China’s state-run Shanghai
Electric Company had agreed to buy its 66 percent stake in K-Electric for
$1.77 billion. But that deal hit regulatory snags as K-Electric is embroiled
in what in Pakistan is known as circular debt – where one energy firm owes
money to another along the supply chain. “That was one of the reasons
government officials were reluctant to give their consent. They wanted KElectric to settle its dues before the deal goes through,” said a former KElectric executive. “The Chinese were also asking for more even though
they were offered a return of 18 percent to 19 percent on their investment.
It’s just sad that it didn’t work out.” Now it is slowly becoming apparent that
Abraaj's inability to sell its stake at the right time might have contributed to
the cash flow issues, which resulted in its liquidation.
PML-N leader Khawaja Asif said the Abraaj Group had contacted the
government in 2016 and asked for NOCs as it was engaged in talks with
Shanghai Electric to strike a deal. “At the time, the Ministry of Water and
Power had some problems with the Ministry of Petroleum. The National
Transmission and Dispatch Company (NTDC) and Sui Southern Gas
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The report says when Naqvi
emailed Lodhi about the $20
million contract for Malik in
June 2016, he wrote, “This document is explosive in the wrong
hands.” Abraaj and K-Electric
shouldn’t be named in the document, he wrote: “Keep it
generic.” “Noted,” Lodhi responded. The newspaper contacted Malik, but he didn’t
respond to requests for comment. However, Naqvi denied
being part of any conversation
that involved a payment to anyone in political office to facilitate the sale of K-Electric.
Pipelines Limited (SSGPL) claimed that K-Electric had to pay them Rs80
billion and Rs60 billion, respectively. When there was no deal, there was
no chance of corruption,” he told a news channel.
It is a fact that $20 million was paid to businessman Navaid Malik and
he wanted to “donate” it to charity or “a portion to the election fund kitty” of
the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N); it is a fit case for the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) to investigate. Former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif was accused of laundering money in the name of the party
fund during the Panama case. There is no harm in investigating Sharif
charities and the PML-N fund to ascertain facts.
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Elections

Trump’s midterm
nightmare
Shahid Hussain

.The November 6 midterm elections could pose serious problems for US
President Donald Trump, if Democrats take back the House of Representatives. Losing the House means investigations will open into everything,
from his tax returns to alleged affairs, and assault allegations against Justice Brett Kavanaugh. It could also lead to Trump’s impeachment over ties
between his election campaign and Russia, possible obstruction of justice
and block further appointments to the Supreme Court.
Experts say Donald Trump would also find it exceedingly difficult to
push through the kinds of legislation that he and his administration have
so far been favouring during the first half of his presidency, if his party
loses. All foreign policy leadership positions in Congress will also change
after the midterms. While foreign policy as an individual issue will likely not
be a key election issue, the outcome of the Congressional election could
impact the Trump administration's conduct of foreign affairs in various
ways. Should Democrats wrest the Senate from Republican control, which
is currently deemed unlikely but not impossible, it would give them significant sway over foreign policy. Just as a Democratic takeover of one or
both chambers of Congress would allow them to slow down or block Trump
on foreign policy, they could do the same on domestic policy — but much
more forcefully. That's because the constitution allows Congress a lot more
input into domestic policy than into foreign policy, which is generally the
remit of the executive branch.
Political observers believe Democrats are going into the final stage of
the campaign in a strong position. According to the Financial Times, the
midterm elections are shaping up to be the most consequential in a generation. The stakes are high for the Republican party, which controls both
chambers of Congress but risks a possible rout in the House of Representatives due to a large number of retiring members and anti-Trump anger
energising Democrats. Charlie Cook of the Cook Political Report notes
that the party that controls the White House has lost House seats in 35 of
the 38 midterms since the civil war. The Democrats need a net gain of 23
seats to take control of the House. The report estimates that 69 of the 435
races are competitive — where both parties have a realistic chance of winning — while another 39 races have the potential to become competitive.
Of the 31 seats in the House that it rates as a “toss-up”, 29 are currently
held by the Republicans, while another 12 of the competitive seats are
rated “lean Democratic”. Facing a potential Democratic wave, Republicans
are taking solace in the buoyant economy, with unemployment now down
to 3.7 per cent. On the other hand, Democrats are confident that they will
win the House, even with the economy doing well. While they are campaigning on bread-and-butter issues such as healthcare and calls to reverse the recent tax cuts, the midterms are generally seen as a way to
score the first two years of a president’s time in office.
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If Democrats wrest the Senate
from Republican control, which
is currently deemed unlikely but
not impossible, it would give
them significant sway over foreign policy. Since Senate approval is required for executive
branch nominations and international treaties, Democrats could
block the appointment of foreign policy officials and put the
breaks on trade agreements, a
cornerstone of Trump's political
agenda, and other international
accords.
Democrats are optimistic about taking back the House. When a president has an approval rating above 50 per cent, the historical record suggests that the midterm losses for his party can be limited. Trump’s rating
has been hovering in the low 40s. Some experts say the elections will actually be a referendum on Trump. “It is a referendum on Trump for the most
part,” says Howard Dean, a Democratic presidential contender in 2004. “I
expect to win the House and I actually think there’s a decent chance we
will win the Senate.” Another driver of Democratic optimism is the mood
among women voters. The party has fielded a record number of female
candidates. Many of the candidates are running in competitive districts,
and are being helped by strong fundraising campaigns.
The elections will also determine the future course of action for the US
and the world. Foreign policy played an outsize role in the presidential race
that Donald Trump won in 2016 and could be a factor again in the elections
on November 6 — albeit in an indirect way. “What the midterms usually
are is a reflection of presidential popularity. Trump's foreign policy efforts
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have been pretty unpopular on average with the American public — that's
what most of the recent polling shows — and that had a depressing effect
on his popularity," Trevor Thrall, a foreign policy scholar at George Mason
University and the Cato Institute, told the Deutsche Welle.
A probe into the Trump administration's crackdown on undocumented
immigrants could be one consequence of a Democratic-led House. Another would surely be the ramping up of existing investigations and the
possible launch of fresh probes into the Trump campaign's connections
with Russia. None of this would change the direction of Trump's foreign
policy. But all of it would make it a lot more difficult and time-consuming
for Trump to carry out his policy, which could lead him to assess whether
advancing any specific foreign policy goal is worth the fight and the political
price he might have to pay to push it through Democratic roadblocks in
Congress. Just as a Democratic takeover of one or both chambers of Congress would allow them to slow down or block Trump on foreign policy,
they could do the same on domestic policy — but much more forcefully. A
Democratic House would spell the end to any Republican hopes of fully
eliminating Barack Obama's healthcare reform.
Democratic women candidates are also being propelled by the #MeToo
movement. Many are angry at how the Republicans handled the claims of
assault against Brett Kavanaugh, now a Supreme Court judge. Another
crucial factor in the election will be whether young people vote in large
numbers or not. While many Republicans are pessimistic about their odds
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in the House, they are much more confident about retaining control of the
Senate. Democrats face a very tough electoral map since 26 of the 35 senators up for re-election are from their party, and 10 of those are in states
Trump won in 2016. Republicans have a 51-49 majority in the Senate, so
the Democrats need a net gain of two seats to win. While they have several
narrow paths, they would have to hold their five most vulnerable seats and
win two of the four “toss-up” Republican seats — Arizona, Nevada, Tennessee and Texas — or a similar combination. The Kavanaugh battle may
motivate Democrat voters in House races but it could hurt their Senate
chances, where the party is defending several seats in conservative states.
If Democrats wrest the Senate from Republican control, which is currently deemed unlikely but not impossible, it would give them significant
sway over foreign policy. Since Senate approval is required for executive
branch nominations and international treaties, Democrats could block the
appointment of foreign policy officials and put the breaks on trade agreements, a cornerstone of Trump's political agenda, and other international
accords. That's why for President Trump and Congressional Republicans
losing the Senate is a nightmare scenario: It would give Democrats a
strong tool to push back against the White House's so far fairly unconstrained foreign policy machinations. But even if the Democrats win back
the House of Representatives from the Republicans, which is deemed
likely but not certain, they could influence Trump's foreign policy, although
to a much lesser extent than if they captured the Senate.

15

Governance

Economic crisis and
the war on corruption
Raza Khan

The new Pakistan government, led by Prime Minister Imran Khan’s political
party, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), also including certain smaller groups,
seems to be faced with an extraordinary economic crisis putting extreme financial burden on the general public resulting on the one hand in loss of support to the government and on the other hand has emboldened the opposition
parties to direct its criticism against the government. In the entire situation
important questions have emerged regarding the ability of the PTI government to handle the economic morass and the future of democracy in Pakistan.
The economic crisis in the country is indubitably due to the mismanagement of the economy by the previous government of the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N), which during its five-years rule accumulated an unprecedented amount of loans resulting in hitherto unmatched foreign and domestic debts. Although contracting loans by any government is not
necessarily wrong or bad but it is the purpose and use of these loans which
determine the acceptability or otherwise, of the borrowing. Insofar as the
loans contracted by the PML-N governments are concerned most of the borrowed money were spent on mega infrastructure projects, including such
ventures as metro lanes, motorways, The borrowed money was hardly used
for improving overall governance structures and social services delivery in
the country. More importantly, the PML-N government did not use the colossal amount of loans to address the fundamentals of macroeconomic instability in the country. Therefore, the country could not be put on the path of
sustainable development and the economy on the path of increasing growth
and productivity. On the other hand, whopping financial corruption and misappropriation in the award of contracts of mega projects by the PML-N government also shattered the foundations of Pakistan’s economy. These are
not mere allegations. One may recall that the PML-N finance minister and
“wizard” Ishaq Dar, had to flee the country during his own government’s
tenure to escape arrest after concrete proof of his financial corruption was
obtained by the country’s accountability bodies. This act of Mr. Dar made
Pakistan a laughing stock in the world because a sitting minister escaped
the country when his party was in total control. It is also important to note
that today the country’s intelligence and investigative agencies as well as the
State Bank of Pakistan claim that yearly the mindboggling sum of $10 billion
is laundered out of Pakistan while the governments have had failed to check
this process.
So the PTI government, which took the reins of government on August
18, finds itself in dire financial straits. The deficit in the current account and
balance of payments is so huge that PM Imran Khan has stated that running
the government was next to impossible in such a situation. Such words from
a leader like Imran Khan, who has been resolute and persevering in his conviction of putting the country on the track of development, are very depressing. Resultantly, the government has resorted to extremely unpopular steps
of raising the prices of utilities, particularly natural gas and electricity. More
importantly, PM Khan and other leaders of the PTI, some of whom have become federal ministers, have to eat their words by admitting that the govern-
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ment had no other option but to go to the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
for a financial bailout of around $10 billion. PM Khan although said that his
government was trying to avoid getting bailout package from the IMF. However, it seems that, ultimately, the government has to contract a financial
arrangement with the IMF. Here it is important to elaborate that going to the
IMF to get financial assistance by any government facing a financial crisis is
not all that bad. The raison d’être of the IMF, after the World War II, was to
provide financial assistance to any country facing economic and financial
crises. PM Khan and his cabinet members need not be apologetic about
going to the IMF.
Here it is important to note that the IMF has asked the Pakistani government to provide it details for what purpose it needs financial assistance. At
the same time the IMF officials stated that Pakistan accumulated such huge
foreign debts in the last five years because of Chinese loans. There is some
substance in this assessment regarding the state of the Pakistani economy
because the terms of the financial investment by China in Pakistan, which
the PML-N government signed are not transparent enough. It is also somewhat surprising that although the Chinese investment of around $70 billion
under the umbrella of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) also
include such projects like the Lahore Orange Line Metro Train (OLMT), which
is not a project to promote economic stability or even has anything to do with
CPEC. It is also worth noting that China, which otherwise is investing huge
sums in Pakistan, has so far not offered anything more than between $5 to
$8 billion to Pakistan to address its financial woes and improve its foreign
exchange reserves. US President Donald Trump has already conveyed that
US taxpayers’ money would not be lent to Pakistan to pay back to China.
The US has the biggest voting stakes in the IMF on the basis of financial
contribution, which it provides to the global fund.
The government of PM Khan is, indeed, in dire financial straits but the
real sufferers are the masses. Therefore the media in Pakistan in the wider
interest of the country and its people must not put pressure on the government for going to the IMF and analyzing its performance on a day-to-day
basis. There is no doubt that PM Khan and his government are honest and
want to put the economy on track. However, at the same time there is no
denying the fact that both PM Khan and his PTI are quite inexperienced in
running the affairs of the state. The PTI government has also started an extensive campaign against perpetrators of financial corruption in the country,
including politicians, business tycoons and bureaucrats. Thus, faced with
economic crisis on the one hand and launching of campaign against corruption on the other hand, where it is also facing tough resistance from the opposition politicians, bureaucracy and business tycoons, the government
seems to be floundering. It remains to be seen whether the government
would be able to successfully negotiate the situation or not. In case PM Khan
remains resolute, then he could implement a policy which would be beneficial
for the state and society. However, if the PTI government under PM Khan
fails to address the economic and financial woes of the country, it would be
extremely disastrous for the country and future of democracy.
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Afghanistan

Bloody parliamentary
elections
Raza Khan

Eventually the much-delayed parliamentary elections in Afghanistan were
held on October 20, but the scale of violence during the polls deprived all
stakeholders of peace and stability in Afghanistan of the satisfaction, which
otherwise they would have felt in case of relatively peaceful elections. At least
130 people were killed on election day in different parts of Afghanistan as a
result of attacks by the insurgent groups particularly the Afghan Taliban. The
group had forewarned of attacks on the voters and candidates and had asked
the Afghans to stay away from the electoral process. Now it remains to be
seen whether parliamentary elections would meaningfully contribute to peace
and stability in Afghanistan.
The holding of parliamentary elections is, indeed, a welcome development and should ideally go a long way to addressing the political problems
of Afghanistan and providing the country the much-needed stability. The polls
were originally scheduled to be held in 2015, but the Afghan authorities had
been unable to hold them due to the adverse security situation in the country.
Afghanistan before the recent parliamentary elections on October 20, held
two parliamentary elections since the end of Taliban rule in late 2001. First
such polls were held in 2005, and the second in 2010. The five-year term of
the parliament elected in 2010 was meant to expire in June 2015, but elections were postponed because of security fears and disagreements on how
to ensure a fair vote after the bitterly disputed presidential election in 2014.
Apparently, both the Afghan Unity Government led by President Ashraf
Ghani and the IEC have not been in agreement regarding the manner and
schedule of holding parliamentary elections for the Wolesi Jirga (Pashto People's Assembly) and district councils. On his part, President Ashraf Ghani
has been hesitant to hold the elections for the Wolesi Jirga and district councils because in this way he would have to share power with these elected
bodies and seemingly he has been unwilling to do so. Within the Afghan state
structure, the National Assembly or Wolesi Jirga has extensive powers to
check the decisions of the president. For instance, the Wolesi Jirga can reject
the president’s nominated ministers and, thus, could create problems for the
president to run the affairs of the state as he deems fit. It is also important to
note that although Ashraf Ghani belongs to the largest Pashtun tribe of
Afghanistan, Ahmedzai, however, he has spent most of his life in the United
States and the West. He does not have a strong political constituency or
group in Afghanistan to rely upon in the national elections. Therefore, he has
been hesitant to hold parliamentary elections in Afghanistan. This also
demonstrates the personalization of politics in Afghanistan.
Noticeably, the outgoing Afghan national assembly has been operating
under a 2015 decree issued by President Ashraf Ghani extending parliament’s mandate until the next elections. This decision by Ghani was criticized
by many Afghans, who questioned the legality of the step. Obviously, Ghani
had extended the tenure of the assembly so as to keep it dependent upon
his person and prevent it from taking measures against his decisions.
Apart from the factor of political expediency, Ashraf Ghani and capacity
issues of the Afghan IEC, a genuine issue which has prevented both from
holding elections in time has been the grave security situation in Afghanistan.
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The main insurgent groups the Afghan Taliban as well as Islamic State (IS)
have been increasing their attacks in various parts of Afghanistan. In particular, since the start of the current year the Taliban and the IS attacks in
Afghanistan have become increasingly deadly. In this situation holding parliamentary elections in the length and breadth of Afghanistan was a great
challenge.
Due to the absence of a vibrant democratically elected parliament,
Afghanistan has not been unable to make exigent and relevant laws and
could not thoroughly debate and discuss issues, conflicts and crises and,
therefore, come up with a response mechanism. Resultantly, the crises and
conflicts in Afghanistan have become virtually uncontrollable and convoluted.
Although the Afghan constitution fundamentally provides for a presidential
system but the situation in Afghanistan, the state dynamics and history, has
been such that a single-man headed country could not effectively deal with
the profound and grave crises including the Taliban insurgency.
Insofar as the security situation in Afghanistan as of today is concerned,
it has gone from bad to worse around the recent parliamentary elections.
This can be gauged from the killing of the dreaded but infamous Kandahar
police chief Gen. Abdul Raziq and governor of Kandahar, Zalmay Wesa, in
Taliban orchestrated attacks. The police chief was killed on October 12, when
he just met the commander of US forces in Afghanistan, Gen. Scott Miller,
who had a hairs-breath escape in the incident. While the killing of Gen. Raziq
is quite an important event, but had US commander Gen. Miller been killed
or seriously injured, this would have resulted in an all out campaign by US
forces to take the Taliban head-on which would have resulted in ferocious
fighting in the already war-ravaged country.
The incident and its details in which Gen. Raziq was killed by one of his
bodyguards, reveals that the attackers just wanted to eliminate Raziq and
thus provide space to Gen. Miller to reach safety. In other words, the attack
which was planned by the Taliban meant to eliminate Raziq. The purpose
seems to be to send a strong message across to Washington and the Afghan
government of the potential of the insurgent group and its willingness to talk
to the US. It may be mentioned that the Afghan Taliban and US authorities
recently held secret meetings to bring about an end to the more than 17year-old war and conflict in Afghanistan.
Insofar as the killing of Kandahar police chief Abdul Raziq is relevant to
Pakistan, it is, indeed, quite satisfying that one of its critical Afghan enemies
has been eliminated. It is important to note that Gen. Raziq had been consistently trying to prevent Pakistan efforts to fence its 2,624-kilometers long
border with Afghanistan. Raziq used all his resources to stop border fencing
by Pakistan but could not do so. He himself stated on a number of occasions
that as long as he was alive he would not restrain his animosity towards Pakistan. Strangely despite such deep anti-Pakistan feelings Pakistani politicians
including ANP head Asfandayr Wali Khan, PkMAP head Mahmud Khan
Achakzai and former interior minister Aftab Sherpao praised the services of
Kandahar police chief Gen. Raziq. The act of Asfandyar, Sherpao and others
in praising Gen. Raziq is very disturbing.
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Education

Better omens for
the education sector
in Pakistan
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

Lately, the Supreme Court of Pakistan has kindled a ray of hope for all
those who wanted to see an educated and 100% literate Pakistan. Besides
various other initiatives, taken during the past two or three years, the apex
court had formed a committee on education reforms, with Federal Ombudsman Tahir Shahbaz as its chief and provincial secretaries, Law and
Justice Commission of Pakistan (LJSC) secretary and vice chancellors of
various universities as its members. The committee, admitting that 25 million children between five and 16 years of age in the country are out of
school, has presented various recommendations which have been shared
with the federal government for implementation.
The report strongly recommends to Prime Minister Imran Khan to declare an education emergency in the country to address the serious problems facing the sector currently. The report says that quality and uniformity
of the education system, skill development and children out-of-school are
the challenges that need to be addressed immediately.
The report says that a substantial increase in the education sector
budget is required from 2.2% of GDP to 4% at the national level. It has
been a long-drawn call for enhancing the education budget, though no political or military government in the history of Pakistan ever paid heed to it.
According to the HRCP report 2017, in financial year 2017-18, authorities again failed to fulfil their promise of allocating at least 4-6% of their
GDP and at least 15-20% of the total public expenditure for the education
sector. The federal government apparently increased the budget for the
education sector by almost six times, compared with the previous fiscal
year’s allocations; there was no mention in the budget documents that almost half of the previous year’s allocations for the sector remained
unutilised. According to the Federal Audit Report, 47% of the total development budget, Rs. 1324.67 million, out of 2762.30 million, remained
unutilised. The finance division had released only Rs8 billion, from the total
allocations of Rs21 billion, to the Higher Education Commission (HEC)
Pakistan, till the last month of fiscal year 2016-17.
During the previous financial years, the provincial Punjab government
cut allocations for the education sector, as in the previous financial year.
According to Alif Ailaan education initiative, allocation for education during
the fiscal year 2017-18 was Rs345 billion (17.5% of the total budgetary allocations), which was one per cent less than the allocations made in the
financial year 2016-17.
The Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa provincial government allocated Rs127.91
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billion for the education sector. Out of which, Rs115.92 billion were allocated for primary and secondary schools, and Rs6.32 billion for higher education, making a total increase of 18% in the education budget compared
with the last year. The higher education budget was increased by 31% and
elementary and secondary education by 17%.
For the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), the allocations for
the education sector in 2017-18 financial year stood at Rs12.8 billion,
showing an increase of 9.4% over the previous budget. The revised estimate was the same as the budget estimate, i.e., Rs11.7 billion, suggesting
that no information was available at the time of budget preparation.
In the Sindh education budget 2017-18, the allocation percentage for
the development side had been decreased from 21.03% in 2016-17 to
20.06% in 2017-18, with Rs202.7 billion set aside for the sector.
For the financial year 2017-18, the total budget under pre-primary and
primary education also went down from Rs55.3 billion in 2016-17 to Rs
50.9 billion.
In Balochistan, the provincial government earmarked Rs45 billion for
education sector during 2017-18, though a sizeable part of the allocations
went to ghost schools and ghost teachers. A report, officially released by
the provincial authorities some months back, revealed that the Balochistan
Education Department could not verify the presence of over 15,000 teachers during the verification drive, launched by the government three years
ago.
In the total budget of Rs94.4 billion for 2017-18, presented to the Azad
Jammu and Kashmir Assembly, the share of development was 25%; and
the share of education in the development budget was Rs1.7 billion, or the
fifth largest with a share of 7.3%. This amount is nearly twice the amount
of Rs 852 million actually spent in 2015-16. Even the revised estimate for
2016-17 was Rs943 million. However, whether a jump of 88% in 2017-18
can be effectively utilised, is open to question.
Though the Supreme Court of Pakistan has been critical of the private
schools on the issue of their exorbitant fee structure, the report citing the
Pakistan Education Statistics 2016-17, said that private educational institutions were serving a considerable number of students (36%). It recommended that the government should bind private schools to rationalise the
fee structure and enrol at least 10% children who belonged to poor families
under corporate social responsibility.
While taking up this recommendation, the Supreme Court ordered the
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upscale private schools to furnish their respective audit reports and formed
a committee to be headed by the federal ombudsman for finding an amicable solution to the issue of exorbitant fees being collected from parents.
The apex court said education is not a commodity that could be sold.
There was a need to establish a regulator for monitoring private schools,
added a member of the bench hearing the case.
Another crucial issue the committee focused on was regular review of
the curriculum. The committee strongly recommended a review of the curriculum. It proposed that a special think-tank with experts be constituted
at the national level for the purpose.
In December 2017, the Global Education Monitoring Report 2017-18
of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO), expressed concern over school textbooks in many countries
including Pakistan, glorifying war and military heroes rather than teaching
peace, non-violence and reconciliation. It said that just 10% of the textbooks across the world include explicit statements on the need for conflict
prevention and resolution.
“Textbooks that glorify war and military heroes, exclude pluralistic perspectives or undermine other peoples or ethnicities can make teaching
peace, non-violence and reconciliation difficult,” says the report. “Pakistani
textbooks published after a 2006 curriculum reform still emphasised wars
with India and largely ignored peace initiatives.”
An Urdu translation of Quaid-i-Azam’s famous speech of August 11,
1947, has finally found its way into at least one social studies book! This
declares that religion is a matter for the individual citizen and not of the
state. The speech had hitherto been kept hidden for fear of polluting students’ minds and weakening the Two-Nation theory.
The report also recommended a strong regulatory system for private
schools. It said that parents and students were affected by malpractices
of private schools. The committee proposed that each housing society
should be bound to allocate plots for government schools.
As far as enforcement of Article 25-A of the Constitution is concerned,
the report said a paradigm shift was required to prioritise education in
terms of financial and human resources along with sufficient empowered
institutions to monitor the development.
It is a good omen for the nation that the highest court of the country is
paying special attention to one of the most important sectors of the country.
It’s high time Prime Minister Imran Khan, who has been a staunch sup-
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porter of an educated Pakistan, gives topmost priority to the ever-neglected sector. His party is in power or a major ally in the ruling alliance at
the centre as well as three provinces of the country.
It will be helpful for the authorities concerned if they focus on some
parts of the HRCP Report on Education, which highlights province-wise
issues and suggest some solutions also.
In Sindh province, one of the major issues being faced by educational
institutions is lack of sanitation and water facilities. One-third of schools in
the country have no water or basic sanitation or toilets. Only half of all government schools have usable toilets.
In the province, where Pakistan People’s Party has been in power for
almost two decades, 100,000 students leave school in the first month
every year due to the absence of basic facilities (such as water and sanitation). According to a survey conducted by the Pakistan Fisherfolk Forum
last year, around 95% of public schools along the Sindh coastline do not
have drinking water or washrooms for students. Also, there are around
4,000 schools in the province that did not have washrooms at all.
In Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province, where the PTI is to be in power for
another five years now, teachers are overburdened with additional tasks
which are distracting them from classrooms. The All Teachers Coordination
Council claims that compared to past governments, the PTI government
has done nothing for teachers, except for harassing and mentally torturing
them. Teachers have been protesting for their basic right of timescale promotions, but the government has been using delaying tactics to deprive
teachers of their rights.
In Punjab, the biggest province of Pakistan, poor quality and a ruralurban divide in access to education, are some of the major challenges facing the education sector. The situation is exacerbated by the lack of
facilities and the apparent shortage of good teachers. The government is
good at SOP-driven initiatives, but the human element is required to inspire
a classroom. Motivating teachers and giving them incentives to improve
quality must be a focus of the relevant authorities. It is good that for improving the quality of teaching, the government had revamped teachers
training programmes under the Quaid-e-Azam Academy for Educational
Development (QAED). The federal and provincial governments need to
focus more on enhancing the literacy rate in the country and improving the
quality of education being provided to students in the educational institutions.

19

Economics

Taxation system:
unfair, inefficient
and corrupt
Muhammad Jahangir

According to experts, the taxation system in the country is extremely unfair,
inefficient and corrupt. Those who are in the tax net are fleeced while many
who should be in the net are not there. The state gets money from wherever
it can impose taxes, a lot of times on a presumptive and withholding basis,
irrespective of the impact that its actions have on the incentives of the players in question. One need not say anything about corruption in the system:
anyone who has dealt with tax officials and tax issues will know what is
meant here.
Salaried persons pay some 20 per cent of their income as income tax.
This is deducted before salary is paid. For most of the goods they buy they
pay a 16pc sales tax on them. In addition, there are excise taxes that are
charged on a number of goods. And a hefty tax amount is paid when one
buys petrol: there is lack of transparency in how much tax the state is
charging on every litre of petrol, but it is a significant amount. So, out of
every hundred rupees one makes, at least Rs40 go to the state through
various forms of taxation.
The other side of the equation is about what people who do pay taxes get
in return. Most salaried people in the tax net do not send their children to state
schools or state-funded health services, even their water and security are, in
many cases, privately paid for. But, for many, even this would be acceptable
if their tax money was reaching the poor and deserving. There are crucial
questions about the efficiency of public expenditures as well as expenditure
priorities. The quality of education being given in public schools is, by and
large, very poor. The state-funded health sector is limping. Even taking the
Benazir Income Support Programme into account, there is little in the way of
a “welfare state” that is available to the poor.
The real rub lies in the unfairness of the tax system. Hardly one million or
so people file their tax returns. Even among the filers, most of the non-salaried
underreport their income significantly. The doctor does not give any receipts
for consultations unless one insists on it. Even small operative procedures are
off the books. This extends to most professional service providers, businessmen and traders.
The state has failed miserably in both extending the tax net and in being
able to reduce underreporting of those who do file returns. And it is not simply
due to lack of data that the tax authorities have been unable to extend the net
or catch underreporting. The main reasons seem to be embedded in the political economy of the structures we have created.
With most sizable transactions in society now linked to national identity
card numbers, the tax authorities have a lot of data that can be used to find
non-filers and get a better handle on underreporting. But the information is
not being used. All who book and/or buy cars have to submit their identity card
numbers. Why are tax authorities not asking non-filers about their source of

20

Salaried persons pay some 20 per
cent of their income as income
tax. This is deducted before
salary is paid. For most of the
goods they buy they pay a 16pc
sales tax on them. In addition,
there are excise taxes that are
charged on a number of goods.
income for buying cars? As a company we are required to deduct a certain
amount on behalf of every vendor who provides us with any good or service.
A lot of banking transactions also generate similar information. Moreover, one
of the reasons we started the distinction between filers and non-filers, even
though the distinction creates unwanted inefficient consequences, was to get
more information on non-filers. Why is that information now not being effectively harnessed?
The inefficiencies in the tax system are just too many to point out. Service
providers and vendors, filers or not, quote their prices net of the withholding
tax. It is understandable on part of non-filers but even filers of income tax force
us to pay withholding tax on their behalf. These filers are not declaring their
full income and so cannot get the withholding tax adjustment. The result is
that where we do not have the option of not buying a service from such vendors we end up paying income tax on their behalf. How is that fair? And why
are we penalising those who pay taxes to pay for those who are not paying
their share? This is just a small example of the kind of distortions we live with.
With the arrival of provincial revenue authorities, with the same mindset
as the federal authorities, compliance costs have ballooned and unintended
consequences have exploded exponentially. But the pressure on tax authorities, to generate more revenue any which way they can, is such that it is unlikely that any rationalisation will happen.
The overriding need is to lower individual tax rates, widen the tax net, come
up with a scheme to repay the refunds owed to taxpayers, reform certain corporate taxes that are adversely affecting capital formation. The way the tax
system stands, it is the system of a predatory and extortionist state. Let the
new PTI government introduce elements of equity, fairness, progressivity, efficiency, universality and honesty in it.
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Diplomacy

Pakistan: in search
of a new master
Dr. Qaisar Rashid

On 17 September 2018, in his maiden address to parliament, President
Arif Alvi said that Pakistan was yearning to place “special importance on
ties with Russia and Turkey for regional stability.” In the statement, the inclusion of Russia took many by surprise.
Just after three days, on September 20, the US imposed sanctions on
the military procurement branch of China for buying Russian weapons
such as fighter jets and surface-to-air missiles. This act was an upshot of
the sanctions imposed by the US on Russia for the latter’s annexing
Crimea from Ukraine in 2014 and alleged meddling in US politics during
the presidential elections in 2016. The proscriptions were slapped under
the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA)
passed in 2017 to target Russia, Iran and North Korea with the instrument
of economic and political sanctions. The CAATSA is meant to dissuade
any country from buying weapons from Russia. In Asia, India, China and
Vietnam are interested in the purchase of Russian weapons.
Earlier, on 1 January, 2018, the tweet of US President Donald Trump
admonished Pakistan for falling short of US expectations. Through the
tweet, Trump also reproved Pakistan by saying that the US leaders were
not fools to be deceived by lies and deceits. Perhaps, this was the first
time that the core of Pak-US relations were exposed. The revelation invited
the attention of the world and discomfiture for Pakistan. Strategically, bringing the matter to the public was also important to let Afghanistan and India
know what was being cooked in the Pak-US kitchen. In the wake of the
tweet, on January 5, the US suspended Pakistan’s security assistance
amounting to about $ 2 billion.
The refusal to provide any more military aid to Pakistan was tantamount
to rendering Pakistan vulnerable to regional stresses and threats. All countries, including Russia, came to know that Pakistan was ingratiating itself
with them after being scorned by the US. The reactive sense in Pakistan’s
gambit is still open to manipulation by any country including Russia. Nevertheless, the basis of the estrangement between Pakistan and the US is
the US’s insistence on stamping out the militant hideouts from Pakistan’s
land quickly. The implied message of the tweet was that Pakistan was harbouring militants and nurturing their sanctuaries deliberately.
On August 8, Pakistan entered into a military cooperation agreement
with Russia authorizing officers from Pakistan’s armed forces to seek advanced military training in Russia. The agreement was a corollary to the
bilateral defence cooperation pact signed in 2014, when the US-sponsored
financial assistance under the Kerry-Lugar-Berman Act of 2009 ended.
However, on August 10, the US suspended Pakistan from joining its International Military Education and Training (IMET) program and, consequently, sixty-six officers of the Pakistan armed forces would miss the
opportunity for seeking benefit of the program this year at the US Army
War College, the US Naval War College, and the Naval Staff College.
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On September 2, the US cancelled $ 300 million military assistance to
Pakistan in the context of clearing the bills on the expenditures incurred
during the war on terror, though this is being restored. In its wake, on September 5, the US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo visited Islamabad and
exhorted Pakistan to undertake a sustained and decisive action against
militant hideouts on its land, though Pakistan maintained that the solution
lay in resetting Pak-US relations on new terms. Pakistan conveyed that it
would focus on just shared (bilateral) interests, and not on any unilateral
interest of the US liking. That is, Pakistan would prefer to watch its own
interests, and where its interests coincided with the US interests, it would
act, but not otherwise. This is an significant stance of Pakistan because
when, under President Trump, the US wants to conclude the war in
Afghanistan, Pakistan has veered off course the agreed target set in 2001
when Pakistan joined the war on terror. The same also means that Pakistan has disentangled itself from the war on terror unilaterally. Pakistan’s
ambitious agenda to reset the terms of engagement is fraught with the
challenge of timing.
On September 6, Pompeo visited New Delhi and, on the sidelines of
his meeting with Indian officials, he encouraged two plus-two dialogue (two
foreign ministers and two defence ministers, one each from the US and
India), which resulted in signing an agreement called the Communications
Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA). The agreement will
enable India to procure specialized equipment for encrypted communications installed on the US-made military platforms bought by India. It was
also an attempt to persuade India not to buy military equipment from Russia.
In due course, to mitigate the situation, China came to the rescue of
Pakistan, but China could not go beyond lauding Pakistan’s sacrifices in
the war on terror. Nevertheless, the US is of the view that appreciating
Pakistan’s efforts in the war on terror is one thing, and expecting from Pakistan to eliminate terrorist hubs from its land is a different thing. The US
thinks that Pakistan is taking refuge in the first area and doing ineffectually
in the second area.
In the Pak-US context, Pakistan is facing the challenge of living with
the allegation of harbouring militants on its land. Further, Pakistan thinks
that it has a geo-strategic edge in the region to decide or not in favour of
Russia. Pakistan exercises the option that, to counterbalance the US, it
can side with Russia. The presumption behind this perceived oscillation is
not just that Russia can substitute for the US, but it is also that Russia
does not have a basic conflict of interest with Pakistan.
Currently, Pakistan is like a subsidiary state in quest of its master. The
reason is that the forty long years of the Cold War (1947 to 1991) inured
Pakistan to thrive under a master looking for a rentier state. Pakistan has
yet to wean off its dependency habits.
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China and India
RELATIONS between China and India are improving gradually. De-
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bailout. As the relationship of both countries is undergoing the phase
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complex situation needs a response from Pakistan.

by any official of the civil administration.

Mohammad Tabasum Malhan
Ghotki

The Sindh government and the recently established anti-encroachment courts should take action.
Ahmad Khan
Karachi

School fees
THE Sindh High Court passed a judgment recently that private
schools could not increase their fees by more than five per cent.
However, the managements of many schools are ignoring this directive. The parents feel perplexed as the schools except for a few have
not revised the fee strucutre for the October to December quarter.
Parents’ request to the schools concerned have been ignored. The
education directorate meanwhile has set up a conventional complaint
cell and an insecure email account which remains inaccessible. The
telephone numbers of the directorate remain busy. Some parents approached the directorate in person but received a cold shoulder. The
parents feel helpless and have nowhere to take their grievances to.
Rehan Ali
Karach

Child harassment
THE number of reported child sexual abuse cases in Pakistan
has risen by 10 per cent in the last year, with roughly 11 children
abused every day.
A total of 4,139 cases were registered in 2016, an increase from
3,768 in 2015. The report says that 2,410 girls and 1,729 boys
were victims of sexual exploitation last year. Some 45pc of the
victims were between the ages of six and 15.
Activists working to fight child abuse have said the problem is
widespread but difficult to quantify because victims are often unwilling to speak out.
In 2015, Pakistan took a step towards punishing those guilty of
abusing young girls with life imprisonment or even death after an
influential parliamentary committee voted to amend the current

Dead man’s account

laws. But the amendment only appears to address the sexual
abuse of girls aged 14 and under, not of boys.

THE latest news about Pakistan’s banking sector is news about a

Also in 2015, a huge scandal emerged involving at least 280

bank account worth millions of rupees operated by an account- holder

children who the lawyers said were filmed while being sexually

who died some months earlier. I would like to know the name of the

abused, with their parents blackmailed over the footage.

bank and what action the State Bank of Pakistan has taken against

The government should take serious note of this issue for the

this bank. I do not wish to operate my bank account after my death.

protection of our children.
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Nature needs 5m years to fill gaps
caused by man-made mass extinctions

Self-driving cars see better with
cameras that mimic mantis shrimp vision

Chris Baynes

Jennifer Leman

Mankind has taken
the world to the brink
of a mass extinction
that could wipe out
vast swathes life on
Earth for millions of
years,
scientists
have warned in a
new study.
Humans are killing off animal and plant species so rapidly that evolution is
unable to keep up to fill the gaps left behind, the work suggests. Unless conservation efforts are stepped up, nature will require between three and five
million years to recover the levels of biodiversity expected to be lost over the
next 50 years, predicted researchers. There have been five previous mass
extinctions in the past 450 million years, and scientists have warned climate
change, poaching, pollution and habitat destruction are bringing about a sixth.
More than 300 mammal species have been eradicated by human activity,
according to researchers at Aarhus University in Denmark and the University
of Gothenburg. More are likely to follow them into extinction in the next few
decades.
The team studied mankind’s impact on nature using an extensive database
that included living species as well as those which died out in the relatively
recent past as humans spread across the globe. Using advanced simulations, researchers estimated how long it would take for evolution to fill gaps
in biodiversity following extinctions. Instead of simply counting lost or threatened species, the study considered the amount of time each had spent evolving to reflect. The extinction of species with distinct lineages and few close
relatives meant the loss of “unique ecological functions and the millions of
years of evolutionary history they represented”, researchers said.
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To help self-driving cars drive
safely, scientists are looking
to an unlikely place: the sea.
A new type of camera inspired by the eyes of mantis
shrimps could help autonomous vehicles better
gauge their surroundings, researchers report. The camera — which detects
polarized light, or light waves vibrating on a single plane — has roughly half
a million sensors that each capture a wide range of light and dark spots within
a single frame, somewhat similar to how mantis shrimps see the world.
The researchers wanted to “mimic the animals’ ability to detect a wide
range of light intensities,” says coauthor Viktor Gruev, a bioengineer at
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. The crustaceans’ visual
system allows them to see both light and dark areas while moving in and
out of dark crevices in shallow waters, he says. The newly devised camera can take in a wider range of light intensities, measured in decibels,
than other digital or polarization cameras. Previously, the best polarization
cameras operated with a dynamic range of about 60 decibels; the new
one works within a 140 decibel range, resulting in a clearer mapping of
objects in the same frame.
Depending on the maker, autonomous vehicles currently use a mixture
of methods to map the world around them, including lidar (light detection
and ranging equipment), cameras and GPS. But the cameras currently
guiding autonomous vehicles aren’t good at handling sharp lighting transitions and have trouble detecting features in foggy weather. Because the
new cameras are small and use many of the same parts as common digital cameras, Gruev says they could cost as little as $10.

23

02
Health

Smog tied to higher odds for mouth cancer
Dennis Thompson
Living in urban areas with heavy air pollution could increase your risk
for mouth cancer, a new study says.
Middle-aged men living in 64 municipalities throughout Taiwan were
more likely to develop oral cancer if they lived in places with high levels
of air pollutants, the researchers report. Those exposed to the highest
levels of fine particulate matter in the air were 43 percent more likely
to be diagnosed with mouth cancer, the study found. The association
held even after researchers controlled for other habits that could contribute to mouth cancer, such as smoking tobacco or chewing betel
quid, a type of smokeless tobacco popular in Southeast Asia.
Heavy metals contained in particulate air pollution could be responsible
for this risk, said senior researcher Yung-Po Liaw, a professor of public
health at Chung Shan Medical University in Taichung City, Taiwan.
"The mechanism behind the association between air pollution and oral
cancer is not very clear," Liaw said. "However, some metallic components of (fine particulate pollution) like lead, cadmium, arsenic,
chromium and nickel, as well as organic compounds like polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons [PAHs], are believed to be carcinogenic."
The study only found an association and not a cause-and-effect link.
Up to now, air pollution has been mainly associated with health problems related to the lungs and the heart, said Dr. Jacqueline Moline, of
Northwell Health in Manhasset, N.Y. "Given that many of the compounds that comprise overall fine particulate matter are carcinogens,

this study raises important questions related to the health effects of
pollution, beyond cardiac and respiratory effects," said Moline, vice
president of occupational medicine, epidemiology and prevention.
Nearly 49,750 Americans are diagnosed with mouth cancer every year,
and only about half will still be alive in five years, according to the Oral
Cancer Foundation. The death rate associated with this cancer tends
to be high because it is routinely diagnosed at a late stage. "This important work could explain why there is an increase in the oral cancers
among World Trade Center-exposed workers, who had a massive exposure to fine particulate matter," said Moline, who was not involved
with the new study. "Further research like this is critical to understanding the implications of air pollution, whether from industrial facilities,
or the aftermath of a disaster such as the World Trade Center attacks,"
she added.

Can short fasts help reverse type 2 diabetes?
Robert Preidt
Occasional fasting may help control type 2 diabetes, a small Canadian
study suggests.
"The use of a therapeutic fasting regimen for treatment of [type 2 diabetes] is virtually unheard of," said Dr. Jason Fung, of Scarborough Hospital, in Ontario, and colleagues. But this trial showed that 24-hour fasting
regimens can significantly reverse or eliminate the need for diabetic medication, the study authors said. Three men, aged 40 to 67, were taking
various drugs and daily insulin injections to control their diabetes. They
also had high blood pressure and high cholesterol.
After a six-hour training seminar, two of the men fasted on alternate days
for a full 24 hours, while the third fasted three days a week. On fast days,
they were allowed to drink very low calorie drinks (tea/coffee, water or
broth) and to eat one very low calorie meal in the evening. All three were
able to stop their insulin injections within a month of starting their fasting
schedule. For one man, this took only five days. Two were able to stop
taking all their other diabetes drugs, while the third stopped three of four
diabetes drugs, the study authors reported.

tional study that included just three patients, it's impossible to draw firm
conclusions about the use of fasting to treat type 2 diabetes, the researchers noted.

The trio lost between 10 percent and 18 percent of their body weight and
reduced their blood sugar levels, which may help lower the risk of future
diabetes complications, according to the study. The findings were published in the journal BMJ Case Reports. Because this was an observa-

Still, the results are noteworthy, given that one in 10 Americans and
Canadians have type 2 diabetes, the investigators said in a journal news
release. The disease is associated with other serious health problems
and premature death.
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Film

Mandy

Sink

Andrew Lowry

David Parkinson

If you’ve been
waiting all your life
to watch Nicolas
Cage set a man
on fire, then decapitate him, then
light a cigarette
using his stillburning severed
head, then good
news, folks — your ship has come into port, and then some.
How to describe Mandy? Imagine a live-action version of the cover art
from a band that sang about dragons, Vikings and both Sodom and
Gomorrah, set to a score from the late Jóhann Jóhannsson, that’s half
the hardest basslines you’ll find outside a Berlin basement club and
half atmospherics that would give Beelzebub himself the willies. Director Panos Cosmatos has created one of the most distinctive films
in years, helped along by stunning work from cinematographer Benjamin Loeb and a trio of lead performances from Nicolas Cage, Andrea
Riseborough and Linus Roache that all somehow ground the headiness in something resembling human emotion.
In recent years, it’s almost as if Cage has tossed a coin before every
shoot to decide if he should be sleepily unengaged or play a character
deep into a psychotic episode, regardless of the script. His mutation into
a human/GIF hybrid based on his more flamboyant performances, however, can make people forget just what a gifted performer he is.

Smallfoot
Amy West
Smallfoot is hardly the first
animated movie to feature a
brave, big-hearted protagonist stepping up to challenge
the status quo; both Shrek
and How To Train Your
Dragon feature similar premises. But it’s actually Moana
which it most resembles, as it too sees its titular character defy traditions that have been obeyed by their people for centuries in the name
of personal growth and eye-widening discovery.
Yeti Migo (Tatum) lives on the side of a mountain hidden by clouds.
He loves his life and is eager to become an integral cog in Sasquatch
society, just like his father. But it’s monotonous, as their day-to-day
routine is set out by ancient stones that decree they do all sorts of
things, like bang a gong every morning to wake the “light snail” and
feed ice balls to the unseen mammoths that “are holding their land
up”. Another stone tells them to never ask questions, so when indoctrinated Migo happens across a Smallfoot — aka a human, something
the stones state doesn’t exist — he starts to wonder what else the
ruling rocks might be lying about. And more importantly, why did they
fib in the first place?
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Soap opera has done
much to busify social
realism. When angry
young men first appeared in kitchen sink
sagas in the late
1950s, the plots might
have bristled with incident, but writers hailing
from the page and stage knew the art of restraint. However, the need
to keep viewers tuning in three nights a week has prompted a rapid
turnover of storylines and the odd brush with sensationalism. Melodrama has even found its way to Loachland. But debuting writer-director Mark Gillis has found a neat way round this dilemma by making
a virtue of his strapline: 'It's never one thing, It's the constant drip'.
As John Lennon might have put it, “Life is what happens to you when
you're busy making other plans”. Struggling to stay afloat after losing
his job of 20 years in the 2008 Crash, Micky (Martin Herdman) keeps
missing signing on times and interviews as he has to deal with crises
caused by his recovering addict son Jason (Josh Herdman) and his
dementia-suffering father, Sam (Ian Hogg), who has lost his care
home place because of rationalisation. He doesn't always help himself, as he gets caught speeding and keeps picking the wrong people
to confront. But, as is often the way in the modern movie world, Micky
happens to know a white collar criminal who can do him a favour.

Dogman
David Parkinson
There's nowhere bleaker than
the seaside when the fun
stops and it looks a while
since anyone enjoyed themselves in the rundown setting
for Matteo Garrone's brutally
sad saga. Castel Volturno also
provided the backdrop to The
Embalmer and there are echoes of that equally sobering story in this unflinching and similarly fact-based depiction of a naive nobody paying the
price for trying to be one particularly undeserving man's best friend.
Garrone will forever be known for Gomorrah and he once again considers
the extent to which crime seeps into the lives of ordinary people, as Marcello Fonte places greater value on his one-sided liaison with bruising
loser Edoardo Pesce than he does his bond with the neighbours with
whom he drinks and plays five-a-side and his relationship with nine-yearold daughter Alida Baldari Calabria, with whom he goes scuba diving and
competes in dog shows. Even though he deals a little coke, it's hard to
think of a man less suited to crime. After all he climbs back into one burgled house to rescue a yapping chihuahua from the freezer.
But Fonte has that trusting simplicity that prompted boorish strongman
Anthony Quinn to take cruel advantage of Giulietta Masina in Federico
Fellini's La Strada.
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Books

Shelter in Place

The Nectar of Pain

Nora Roberts

Najwa Zebian

When the shots rang out in the
shopping mall, Simone Knox knew
what to do. Shelter in place. That's
what they taught you to do in the
event of a mass shooting. So on that
terrible, hot summer day in 2005, Simone was lucky. She escaped
death. But she would never be the
same again. More than ten years
later, Simone still struggles with
grief, trauma and the misplaced guilt
of a survivor. She spends much of
her time alone on Tranquility Island
- a quiet, artistic community off the
coast of Maine. But she is transforming - shaping herself the way she
shapes her extraordinary and highly
prized sculptures. As she heals herself, she opens up to Reed Quartermaine, who survived the shooting himself and has become a detective. But someone has been watching all the
survivors of the DownEast Mall massacre. They have spent years perfecting a plan to finish what was started that day. Now that Reed and Simone have found each other, they are in more danger than they can
possibly imagine - from a killer who will not, and cannot stop.

The New Silk Roads
Peter Frankopan
When The Silk Roads was published in 2015, it became an instant
classic.
A
major
reassessment of world history, it
compelled us to look at the past
from a different perspective. The
New Silk Roads brings this story
up to date, addressing the present
and future of a world that is changing dramatically. Following the Silk
Roads eastwards, from Europe
through to China, by way of Russia
and the Middle East, The New Silk
Roads provides a timely reminder
that we live in a world that is profoundly interconnected. In an age
of Brexit and Trump, the themes of
isolation and fragmentation permeating the western world stand in
sharp contrast to events along the Silk Roads since 2015, where ties
have been strengthened and mutual cooperation established. With
brilliant insight, Peter Frankopan takes a fresh look at the network of
relationships being formed along the length and breadth of the Silk
Roads today, assessing the global reverberations of these continual
shifts in the centre of power - all too often absent from headlines in
the West. This important - and ultimately hopeful - book asks us to
reread who we are and where we are in the world, illuminating the
themes on which all our lives and livelihoods depend.
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In The Nectar of Pain, Zebian sheds
light on the feelings and experiences
that emerge from a painful heartbreak.
She writes that the process of cleansing oneself of that pain—day by day,
hour by hour, and second by second—
is the real work of healing. With uncommon warmth and wisdom, Zebian
empowers all who have lost to let go of
anger and transform their suffering into
the softness, sweetness, and beauty of
nectar. She holds her readers by the
hand as they heal.

Inside the Mind of Xi Jinping
Francois Bougon
Xi Jinping wants to become the world’s
most powerful leader. To succeed, he
must balance Mao’s Little Red Book with
the Analects of Confucius and more. For
Xi, the task ahead of China is to preserve
the guiding ideology of Marxism, while
challenging mistaken credos like neoliberalism, constitutional democracy and
“universal values”. China must have total
faith in its own brand of socialism,
blended meaningfully with Chinese tradition. And this system must revolve around
one man—around Xi and “Xi-ism”.
François Bougon’s compelling biography exposes the historical, philosophical, political and personal narratives that Xi has skilfully woven together to create a superpower in his own image. Is Xi’s China a land of
‘new market totalitarianism’? Will this be the price of the Chinese dream?

Scared to Death
Anthony Horowitz
This chilling collection of ten nightmarish and fiendishly funny short
stories is a perfect read for fearless
children. From a train journey
straight to hell, out of control robots
with a murderous streak and even a
television show where death is the
penalty – these terrifying tales display the dazzling wit and wicked humour of master storyteller Anthony
Horowitz, and are guaranteed to
make your blood curdle and your
spine tingle.
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Horoscope

Aries (Mar 21-Apr 19)

Leo (Jul 23-Aug 22)

Sagittarius (Nov 22-Dec 21)

Social gatherings will be conducive to meeting new potential mates. Business conducted in your own office will proceed
smoothly. Travel could bring you the adventure and excitement you require. You can put
in some overtime and make extra cash. Your
lucky day this week will be Sunday.

Travel will be fun and entertaining. Your
lover may feel rejected. Your creative talent may well be recognized by others this
week Your loved ones could set you off.
Your lucky day this week will be Friday.

You'll look guilty if you don't lay your cards
on the table. Take the initiative and go after
your goals. Take on positions that offer on
the job training or pay for courses related to
the business. Unexpected bills may set you
back. Your lucky day this week will be Friday.

Taurus (Apr 20-May 20)

Virgo (Aug 23-Sep 22)

Capricorn (Dec 22-Jan 19)

Make sure to arrange in advance to spend
quality time together. Your energetic personality will make you the center of attention at
social gatherings. Some of that extra energy
you have stored up might just be put to good
use. Be careful while traveling. Your lucky
day this week will be Saturday.

Discrimination will be in order. Control your
temper when dealing with your emotional
partner. You may find a rare antique this
week. Secret affairs will only lead to
heartache. Don't fall for damaging rumors,
and refuse to get involved in gossip. Your
lucky day this week will be Friday.

Catch up on overdue paperwork. It's time to
get yourself back on track. You are best not
to discuss your personal life with others. Take
time to talk things over. Travel for business or
pleasure. Your lucky day this week will be
Monday.

Gemini (May 21-June 20)

Libra (Sep 23-Oct 22)

Aquarius (Jan 20-Feb 18)

Any intimate relationships with colleagues
will lead to gossip that could easily affect
your position. Try to get away with your
mate. Don't push your mate away. Keep
your feet on the ground, if you can. Your
lucky day this week will be Thursday.

You must not lead someone on or show interest in them for the wrong reasons. Someone
you live with could be frustrated and upset. Accept the inevitable, and opportunities for advancement will follow. Don't put all your cash
in one place. Your lucky day this week will be
Wednesday.

Rethink your motives and make the necessary changes to yourself. You can prosper if
you in vest in property or mutual funds. Don't
get involved in joint ventures. Emotional
partnerships may develop through projects
you initiate. Your lucky day this week will be
Friday.

Cancer (Jun 21-Jul 22)

Scorpio (Oct 23-Nov 23)

Pisces (Feb 19-Mar 20)

Plan your social events carefully. You may
have a hard time relating to children this week.
You will be able to communicate well this week.
You're in the mood to do things such as competitive sports, or perhaps a night on the town.
Your lucky day this week will be Friday.

You may be able to get some good advice
about your personal problems. Be primed to
use your intellect in order to get what you
want. Deal with the needs of children. Offer
love and affection instead of conflict and rejection. Your lucky day this week will be
Thursday.

You should put a little extra effort in at work.
Take your time. Secret affairs will come back
to haunt you. Enjoy the company of relatives
this week.Your lucky day this week will be
Friday.
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